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A Process for Strategic Positioning
in IT Management

Abstract
The management of IT in a corporate context has evolved from technology provider
to service partner of the business. To help understand the resulting changes in IT
management, this paper presents a grounded theory explaining the process and the
effects of strategically positioning an IT department as part of strategy development
in IT management.
We use a set of three case studies for building our suggested theory for explanation.
In uncovering the theory and its constituents from our empirical material, we follow
a grounded theory approach.
Our research introduces social dynamics in the group of IT executives participating
in strategic positioning as an important and novel determinant of planning and implementation success. Introducing a detailed process description, our process theory
highlights how strategic positioning is currently approached and what effects unfold
as a result.
Our research helps to better understand how the contemporary role of IT in business
has impacted strategizing and managing in the IT context. It shows that IT manage1
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ment becomes more and more emancipated and that research beyond the content of
strategy can help to better understand the success of IT management. This, in turn,
can help practitioners to improve their management approaches to better align their
IT departments and increase their value contribution.

Keywords
Strategic positioning, IT management, IT strategy, process theory, grounded theory,
case studies
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A Process for Strategic Positioning
in IT Management

1 Introduction
Corporate Information Technology management (ITM) used to focus on the design,
implementation, and operation of information technology and systems (IT). Today
this technology-oriented, reactive management pattern has moved to the background
(Feridun and Rodosek, 2003). Different trends have contributed to the evolution of
ITM. On the one hand, analysts and researchers point at the ongoing commoditization and industrialization of IT (Gartner, 2008; Herzwurm and Mikusz, 2008; Walter
et al., 2007; Walter et al., 2008). On the other hand, much attention is given to IT’s
support and contribution to a company’s value creation (Avison et al., 1999; Bharadwaj et al., 1999; Ross et al., 1995; Soh and Markus, 1995) and its alignment with
the overall corporate strategy (Luftman and Kempaiah, 2007; Rathnam et al., 2004;
Sabherwal and Chan, 2001; Weiss et al., 2006). While the alignment of business and
IT concentrates on the effective application of IT within a company, external economic pressure forces IT executives to ensure their operations’ efficiency. Confronted with this classic ambivalence of strategic management, ITM’s focus has
changed: from systems analysts to business consultants (Cross et al., 1997), from a
mere supporting function to a business partner (Earl and Sampler, 1998). Conse-
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quently, managing IT has become more like managing a company within a company
(Segars and Hendrickson, 2000; Stretch, 1988).
This does, however, require management skills beyond those needed to “plan, build,
run.” Galliers (2004) shows how the strategic aspects of ITM have evolved since the
1960s to adapt to these changes. However, he points out that there has recently been
a relative paucity in management and organizational research on ITM. Specifically,
the process of managing IT as an emancipated, yet aligned, part of the corporation
seems to be underresearched to date (Grover and Segars, 2005). Only recently, work
on ITM has shown that IT executives need to manage an entire strategic management
cycle themselves (Müller et al., 2009). In this context, Banker & Kaufmann (2004)
suggest that research will “seek to formulate stronger theoretical bases for the contexts in which it offers explanatory and interpretive models of […] group […] behavior associated with the management of IS” (p. 288). Such a focus on the role of
groups in managing IT is important as the complexity, dynamism, and ambiguity of
strategic decision making problems at this level often exceed the knowledge and capability of any one person (Mason and Mitroff, 1981). Thus executives at a managerial level often work as groups (Brodwin and Bourgeois, 1984; Ireland et al.,
1987).
To address this field of research, earlier work has identified the domains of ITM that
should be covered when developing strategy for an IT department (e.g., Earl, 1996;
Mocker and Teubner, 2005; Riempp et al., 2008) as well as the aspects to cover within these domains and the instruments to needed to cover them (e.g., Müller et al.,
2009). Some authors have also looked at the process of strategically managing IT in
4
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corporations (e.g., Galliers and Sutherland, 1994; Kovacevic and Majluf, 1993).
What remains unclear are the effects of strategically positioning an IT department
and how the various aspects introduced above contribute to these effects. Therefore
we want to investigate these effects.
Understanding the process and its consequential factors is important because of two
reasons. First, it explains how to orchestrate the various elements that have already
been described in order to obtain the strategic position of the IT department. This is
an important link to building a method for strategic positioning and to inform practice which is an important quality criterion of IS research (e.g., Benbasat and Zmud,
1999; Gill and Bhattacherjee, 2009; Lyytinen, 1999; Rosemann and Vessey, 2008).
Second, and perhaps more importantly, understanding the process and building a
respective theory will not only help to plausibly link the how and the what of strategic positioning in ITM, but will also shed light on the why (Whetten, 1989). This equal
importance of procedural questions with respect to planning effectiveness is also
highlighted by other studies (e.g., Wang and Tai, 2003).
Structuring our approach, we first provide an overview of the theoretical background
that informs our research. After describing our research design, we present an overview of the analysis of our case studies and introduce their results. By enfolding extant literature, we highlight the consequential factors of the ISA process and show
how it increases the implementation success of IT strategies. Towards the end we
identify opportunities for future research and show how the results of our work inform academics and practitioners in advancing our understanding of contemporary IT
management.
5
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2 Background
To frame our research, the following sections introduce the context we conduct our
research in and familiarize the reader with some of the most important concepts in
the respective areas. To do so, we look at the process of strategic ITM, the social
aspects of ITM and respective epistemological considerations, as well as the conceptualization of management processes.
2.1 The Content and Process of Strategic IT Management
Strategizing in IT has been discussed by researchers and IT executives for many
years (e.g., Brancheau and Wetherbe, 1987; Dickson and DeSanctis, 1990; Dickson
et al., 1984; Galliers, 2004; Galliers and Sutherland, 1994; Hartog and Herbert,
1986). Throughout this work, a general distinction between the contents and
processes of ITM can be found (Chan and Huff, 1992; Das et al., 1991; Sabherwal
and Chan, 2001). While a perspective on ITM’s contents certainly has more merit in
understanding, describing, and prescribing with respect to ITM than such a brief introduction could cover, this study’s aim is to better understand the process of ITM
and its effects.
Looking at the process, strategic information systems planning is an important approach (Brown, 2004; Lederer and Salmela, 1996; Premkumar and King, 1991).
Moreover, scholars have looked at techniques for strategy formulation in ITM such
as, for example, Business Systems Planning (Zachman, 1982) or Critical Success
Factors (Rockart, 1979). Other studies have looked at the process of strategic management in general management and tried to link it to the strategy process specific to
6
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ITM (e.g., Galliers and Sutherland, 1994; Kovacevic and Majluf, 1993; Orlikowski,
2000; Waema and Walsham, 1990). With the process for strategic decision making in
ITM also at the heart of our work, we draw from this literature to better understand
this process.
One way to view strategic decision making is to interpret the formulation and implementation process as one in which information is exchanged, processed, and acted
on; that is, decision makers obtain, interpret, explain, and act on information in order
to render a decision, develop implementation action plans, and implement the decision successfully (Dooley and Fryxell, 1999; Leifer and Mills, 1996; Mintzberg and
Lampel, 1999). As this brief definition suggests, strategic management can be interpreted as a process that can be conceptualized as a cycle consisting of distinct steps.
When searching for definitions of these steps, looking at the general management
literature reveals a relatively consistent pattern (table 1).
Table 1 – Phases of Strategic Management
Sources
Andrews
(1987)
David (2007)
De Wit and
Meyer (2010)
Kaplan and
Norton (2008a;
2008b)
Mintzberg et
al. (2003)
White (2004)

Formulation

Phases
Implementation

Strategy formulation
Strategy Analysis

Strategy Implementation
Strategy Formulation

Develop
the Strategy

Plan
Operations

Translate
the Strategy

Strategy Formulation

Execute
Processes
and
Initiatives
Strategy Implementation

Formulating Strategy

Implementing Strategy

Strategy Analysis
Strategy Implementation
Monitor
Test and
and
Adapt the
Learn
Strategy
Strategy Evaluation
Monitor strategic
Performance

Most approaches present in the literature show a sequence of three steps: analysis,
formulation, and implementation. Put differently, strategic management helps to an-
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swer three essential questions: (1) where are we today, (2) where do we want to be,
and (3) how do we get there?
The step we want to focus on in our work is what we refer to as strategic positioning
and covers the analytical part that either prepares strategy formulation ex-ante or
evaluates strategy ex-post to prepare for the next planning cycle. Strategic positioning builds on the positioning school of general management (Hatten and Schendel,
1977) and was popularized in the 1980s, mainly through the works of Porter (1980a;
1980b; 1985). Recently, thinking along the lines of positioning has again gained
some attention in the IS research community (e.g., Doherty and Terry, 2009; Mithas
and Tafti, 2009). This school of strategic thinking posits that strategy can be expressed in the form of generic positions based on an analysis of an entity’s situation
and relevant context, for example industry characteristics or competitive pressures.
Sambamurthy et al. (2003) state that “the logic of positioning emphasizes that superior firm performance is the consequence of a firm's strategic position and the degree to which it executes those positions through an integrated system of activities”
(p. 239). Galbraith and Schendel (1983) define such a strategic position, or strategic
posture, [is] a consistent pattern or combination of managerial controllable decision
components representing scope, resource deployment, and competitive advantages;
and the direction in which these components are shifting over time” (p. 156).
This interpretation links our conceptualization of strategic thinking to two other
schools of strategic thinking that help to understand the idea of strategic positioning
in IT management: the design and the planning school.
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The former aims at establishing strategy as an optimal fit between internal strength
and weaknesses and external opportunities and threats (Mintzberg and Lampel,
1999). This school results in a process that incorporates an analysis of the internal
and external context of an entity to formulate appropriate strategic responses (RüeggStürm, 2003). Johns (2006) emphasizes that context influences the understanding of
phenomena and, hence, the formulation of the aforementioned responses. To be able
to integrate context in the strategic analysis, Müller et al. (2009) point to the need to
provide actors participating in ITM with a common conceptual basis that structures
their discourse and helps to integrate the relevant information. This interpretation
points towards the existence of individual interpretations among the ITM actors.
Such individual perceptions suggest looking at ITM not only from a mere decisional,
but also from a social perspective to account for the epistemological implications of
the interpretive aspects of ITM. This chapter’s second section will elaborate on these
implications in more detail.
The latter, the planning school, enables us to interpret strategic planning as a sequence of steps (Mintzberg and Lampel, 1999) which opens up the phenomenon to
be investigated by means of process theoretical inquiry into the constituents, causes,
and consequences of these steps. The third section in this chapter introduces process
theory as a basis for our strategic positioning process.
2.2 Social Aspects of IT Management
As discussed above, ITM is a process in which decision makers obtain, interpret,
explain, and act on information in order to render a decision, develop implementation
action plans, and seek to implement the decision successfully (de Wit and Meyer,
9
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2010; Dooley and Fryxell, 1999; Kaplan and Norton, 2008b; Leifer and Mills, 1996;
Mintzberg and Lampel, 1999). Following this thought we consider ITM to be a complex decisional, technical, and social task in a corporate environment (Grover et al.,
1993). This implies that it is important to study ITM from a social perspective to understand, describe, and prescribe with respect to its complex processes (Boynton and
Zmud, 1987; Galliers, 2004). With people perceiving, interpreting, thinking, and acting in their individual social realities, they become active makers of this social reality
(Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991; Schwandt, 1994). Moreover, the social reality of
actors in the ITM domain – their lifeworld (Fairtlough, 1991; Habermas, 1985;
Schütz and Luckmann, 2003) – is constantly constructed and reconstructed through
their actions and reactions, which are based on their individual interpretations and
specific knowledge (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). This interpretation leads us to
acknowledge the nature of ITM in general – and IT strategy in particular – as one
that the participating individual actors have largely constructed socially in their specific context. As each individual is found to have his/her own lifeworld (Schütz and
Luckmann, 2003), the phenomenon of socially constructed realities compounds itself
in an organization with multiple actors. Therefore, understanding these individual
realities is important in the context of ITM research. The need to be genuinely interested in these individual perceptions of reality (Kurt, 2004) helps to ensure that the
social reality of the actors in the domain is not suppressed or even replaced with an
artificial, fictitious reality theoretically constructed by the researcher (Schütz and
Parsons, 1977).
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This consideration has an important implication for our research. In line with the
interpretive nature of ITM, some authors conclude that there is no one best IT strategy but that an organization needs to develop a strategy that fits its particular situation
or context (Ein-Dor and Segev, 1978). This helps to motivate our focus on the
process perspective of ITM: rather than prescribing with respect to the content of IT
strategies, and inherently interpretive domain, our ITM research focuses on enabling
actors to develop individual strategies that best fit their context. As context, contents,
and perceptions are individual, such an approach will have to focus on allowing actors to integrate their various perceptions and lifeworlds, in other words, focus on the
process that enables the actors participating in ITM to do so.
2.3 Understanding and Conceptualizing Management Processes
When studying such processes, van de Ven (1992) suggests reverting to process
theory. Process theories are dealing with discrete states and events which’s order in
time or contributory structure is crucial to understand how the ultimate outcome of a
given phenomenon is created (Mohr, 1982).
With this study looking at the process and the effects of strategically positioning an
IT department, we revert to the ideas of process theory (e.g., Langley, 1999; Mohr,
1982; Pentland, 1999; Sabherwal and Robey, 1993; Sabherwal and Robey, 1995; Soh
and Markus, 1995) to inform our work. We take a developmental perspective on
processes. Therefore, we understand processes to be “a concept that focuses on the
sequence of incidents, activities, and stages that unfold over the duration of a central
subject’s existence” (van de Ven, 1992, p. 170) with the central subject being the
strategic positioning effort of the IT department under consideration. In such a deve11
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lopmental setting, Sabherwal and Robey (1995) find that “the events preceding an
outcome can properly be used to explain why particular outcomes follow” (p. 306).
Moreover, process theories allow for the preservation of the temporal order of events
while being able to capture detailed information about the context of events (van de
Ven, 1992; van de Ven and Poole, 1990).
Processes are especially suited to uncover how the concepts we expect to explain
how IT executives conduct strategic positioning are impacted by context (Gregor,
2006; Johns, 2006). Generally, such theoretical processes are conceptualized as a
sequence of events, with events being instances of social action that occur during the
process being studied (Sabherwal and Robey, 1995). As a further constituent of
process theories, the literature identifies antecedents as elements that preceded the
event and could be viewed instrumental in producing it (Lyytinen and Newman,
2008). Along with these causal factors, events lead to certain outcomes, thus producing consequential factors individually and an ultimate outcome of the overall process
collectively (Radeke, 2010).
Looking at the implications for our research, we believe that especially our study’s
design will need to reflect the specificities of process theoretical work. This will have
particular implications on method selection and the way in which theory is created.

3 Research Design
In our research we follow the ideas of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967;
Urquhart et al., 2009) with the aim of establishing a theory for explaining (Gregor,
2006) the process and effects of strategically positioning an IT department. As the
12
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methodological discussion on grounded theory in IS is relatively young (Bryant,
2002; Urquhart, 2002; Urquhart and Fernandez, 2006; Urquhart et al., 2009), we also
use recommendations from adjacent fields (Dey, 1999; Martin and Turner, 1986;
Melia, 1996; Suddaby, 2006; Turner, 1983) to inform our approach. Grounded theories are considered useful in developing context-based, process-oriented descriptions
and explanations (Myers, 1997) and have been used in IS research successfully (e.g.,
King, 1996; Orlikowski, 1993; Pauleen, 2003; Webb and Gallagher, 2009). In our
approach, we rely on the more formalized version of grounded theory (Corbin and
Strauss, 1990; Strauss and Corbin, 1990) for the overlapping analysis of data and its
theoretical abstraction. In the later stages of our research, we also relate our theory to
the existing body of knowledge (Urquhart et al., 2009).
3.1 Method Selection
To build a grounded process theory, the research methods employed needs to be able
to produce the narratives from which events, sequences, and actors can be deduced
(Langley, 1999; Pentland, 1999). We chose case studies (Eisenhardt, 1989a; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2002) as a source of empirical data. Case studies are
an established approach in the grounded theory context (Carroll and Swatman, 2000;
Fernández, 2005; Lehmann, 2001). As such, they enable us to place ourselves into
the temporal and contextual frame of the managers we observe. This has been described as a necessary design element for studies aimed at investigating and understanding strategy formulation and implementation processes (van de Ven, 1992).
This choice of method can be challenging in a complex and social setting such as
ITM. Case studies are research situations in which the number of variables of interest
13
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far outstrips the number of data points (Yin, 2002) and the social reality of the actors
surveyed is not accessible at the research’s convenience (Atteslander, 2003). However, the literature suggests that cases are a good approach to address these challenges.
They are an established approach to capture ITM issues in practice (Palvia et al.,
2004; Wu et al., 2006). Moreover, they are well suited to capture the complexity of
qualitative questions (Meredith, 1998), especially with respect to the context of organizational topics (Benbasat et al., 1987; Patton and Appelbaum, 2003). This is due to
their ability to capture rich detail (Lee, 1999a) and to analyze social phenomena in
complex environments (Ellram, 1996; Yin, 2002). Case studies are also found to be
well suited to produce managerial relevant knowledge (Leonard-Barton, 1990).
While doing so, they preserve the chronological flow of events (Miles, 1979) which
is very important for process theoretical analyses. In addition, we can draw on guidelines for ensuring the quality of case studies (Dubé and Paré, 2003; Gibbert et al.,
2008; Paré, 2002) to help ensure the validity and reliability of our analyses.
Through our case studies we made a systematic bottom-up identification of patterns
that form the constituent elements of strategic positioning which corresponds to
guidelines for case-based theory building (Dooley, 2002; Eisenhardt, 1989a; Eisenhardt, 1991; Paré, 2002; Paré and Elam, 1997). We rely on strategies suggested for
theorizing from process data (Langley, 1999). This complies with the general process
of generating grounded theory (Corbin and Strauss, 1990; Glaser and Strauss, 1967;
Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Urquhart et al., 2009).
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3.2 Site Selection
In designing our empirical approach, we acknowledge that studies designed around
multiple cases allow for more stable and general theories (Eisenhardt, 1989a) and are
necessary to establish process patterns (Ramiller and Pentland, 2009). The cases we
used are a convenience sample (Paré, 2004; Yin, 2002), as only a limited number of
companies allowed us to participate in their confidential strategic planning processes.
Nevertheless, the resulting sample (table 2) allowed interesting observations in the
field in that we were able to stress the variation in our cases. Such an emphasis on
variation is also an important property of theoretical sampling as advocated in the
grounded theory context (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).
Table 2 - Profiles of the Case Study Companies
Characteristics
Name1
(dominant) Industry
Turnover / IT Budget
[EUR]
IT Cost / Turnover [%]
Employees [FTEs]
IT employees [FTEs]

Case 1
Alpha
Real estate
agement

Case 2
Beta
Automotive supplier and steel

Case 3
Gamma
Auditing and advisory company

947 m / 44.2 m

6,319 m / 51.5 m

1,470 m / 76.5 m

4.7
6,851
33 int., 40 ext.

0.8
23,288
219 int., 0 ext.
centralized, some
functions in decentralized business
units

5.2
8,870
243 int., 24 ext.

man-

IT structure

centralized

Initial situation

company in premerger due diligence
and IT had to demonstrate value contribution and strategic alignment

company initiative
to strengthen central IT resulted in a
strategy development project for
the central IT

centralized
assessment
of
current
strategic
position
was
needed to develop
an action plan to
revise the IT strategy

As we expect the outcome of the cases to be similar (i.e., a strategic position as a
basis for strategic planning of the company’s IT department), the cases follow a liter-

1

The names used to identify the companies studied are pseudonyms.
15
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al replication logic (Paré, 2004; Yin, 2002). In all cases, our unit of analysis was the
IT strategy process, focusing on the strategic positioning part. Therefore the corporate IT department of the case companies is the level of analysis. With three cases
conducted as part of our research, we aim at analytical generalizability rather than
statistical generalizability in that we want to use our case study findings to inform
theory (Lee and Baskerville, 2003; Yin, 2002).
3.3 Data Sources
The studies took place between July 2007 and December 2008 and lasted for 2 to 5
month each; depending on the availability of the host company’s project team. In all
cases, we were present in the field, investigating how the project teams approached
the topics of strategic positioning and strategic planning. Observing positioning and
planning allowed us to look for concepts that help to explain how strategic positioning results contributed to strategic planning in terms of input for a complete strategy
definition as perceived by the project team.
During data collection, we placed special emphasis on qualitative data, as it has great
potential to illuminate context effects (Johns, 2006). As Strauss (1987) pointed out,
there are many sources of such data beyond observation alone. We rely on techniques
that have already been used in other GT-based studies in the IS field, notably semistructured interviews (Calloway and Ariav, 1995; Seeley and Targett, 1997; Work,
2002), participant observations of workshops and team meetings (Ribes and Finholt,
2009; Wales et al., 2007), informal conversations in the field (Goulielmos, 2004;
Volkoff et al., 2005), and document analyses (Lundell and Lings, 2003). We extended these sources by creating extensive documentations, field notes, and protocols
16
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following Spradley (1980). Where possible, we also drew on quantitative data as it
was used by the project teams (e.g., ERP data on IT cost).
Especially concerned with the practical relevance of our research results, we conducted a brief literature review to identify dimensions of relevance. Drawing on a
variety of sources (e.g., Benbasat and Zmud, 1999; Davis, 1971; Lewis and Grimes,
1999; Rosemann and Vessey, 2008; Schütte, 1998), we developed brief evaluation
questionnaires that were distributed among the case study participants after all three
case studies were concluded and preliminary research results had been drafted.
Such a multi-methodological approach (Mayring, 2001; Mingers, 2001) was found to
be especially valuable in the complex context of information systems as a social phenomenon (Kaplan and Duchon, 1988). Using our manifold observations (i.e. interviews, surveys, workshops, etc.), we applied data triangulation (Mayring, 2001) to
assure the validity of our analysis. In complex settings like workshops, two investigators were on site to ensure reliability of our observations. The observations and interviews were documented as protocols and returned to the informants for comments,
adjustment, and approval. Once validated, all empirical material was collected in a
field study database. Applying a narrative strategy (Langley, 1999; Lee et al., 1997;
Pentland, 1999; van de Ven and Huber, 1990), the data from each project was used to
generate detailed write-ups of the cases (Argyris et al., 1985; Eisenhardt, 1989a; Yin,
2002).

17
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3.4 Data Analysis
To build our theory, the data analysis and data collection overlapped. As an important requirement of grounded theory work (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), this allowed us
to shift our observational focus as we gained new insights during the analysis within
and across the three case iterations we were conducting (Spiggle, 1994). Afterwards,
at the end of each case, we compared our observations against the then current version of our process design and conducted a within-case analysis.
Our within-case analysis – containing all the data from one case, our observations,
and the feedback gathered during and after each study – aimed at determining the
general approach to strategic positioning, investigating what was helpful and viable.
We then captured that which went well, needed improvement, or had to be added to
our process design. In doing so, the within-case analysis identified the incidents that
occurred within any single case. In a subsequent abstraction of our observations
(Spiggle, 1994), we constructed theoretical events from the raw data of the incidents
we observed in the field (van de Ven and Poole, 1990). The identification and coding
process was supported by Atlas.ti version 6.
The cross-case analysis was based on a detailed search for similarities and differences between the three cases. This step was done through comparison of observations
(Spiggle, 1994). As our observations stem from cases that constitute different datapoints over time, we relied on McPhee (1990) for their integration. In the cross-case
analysis, we amended our analysis of the case narratives by visual mapping to visualize and refine the basic structure of the strategic positioning process in ITM (Langley, 1999; Lyytinen and Newman, 2008; Miles and Huberman, 1984). The complexi18
Sprouts - http://sprouts.aisnet.org/10-70

ty of the process led us to also adopt temporal bracketing for aggregating events into
phases (Langley, 1999; Langley and Truax, 1994). Visual mapping and temporal
bracketing were both done manually, supported by Microsoft Visio 2007 for drawing
and rearranging events.
Patterns we found across multiple cases were regarded as promising elements for our
process theory and were subsequently used to refine the design of our theory. Overall, we followed a sequence of open, axial, and selective coding (Ellram, 1996; Urquhart et al., 2009). Based on the results of the coding, the cases helped us to identify
the process theory’s constituent elements step by step while each individual case revealed the underlying mechanisms (Pentland, 1999). Moving from mere observations
towards the underlying structures of the phenomenon, we move from description to
explanation (Pentland, 1999; Simon, 1992). In mapping the relationships between
conceptual elements (Spiggle, 1994), we thus use the results of our case analyses as a
basis for theory building. Table 3 shows how individual codes gradually become
more abstract until, ultimately, the grounded theory emerges from the empirical data.
Table 3 – Emergence of a grounded theory
Stage

Output

Open coding

Codes

Axial coding

Concepts

Selective coding

Categories

Theory building

Theory

Purpose
Identifying anchors that allow the key points of the
data to be gathered.
Collections of codes of similar content that allows the
data to be grouped
Broad groups of similar concepts that are used to generate a theory
A collection of explanations that explain the subject of
the research

Across the three cases, we identified a total of 97 incidents that explicitly contributed
to the construction of 28 events as theoretical constructs. We aggregated 22 of these
into three phases and 3 into transitional group states at the end of each phase. The

19
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remaining 3 events are consequential factors or outcomes after the final group state.
They highlight how the ISA process connects to the remainder of the IT strategy
cycle and contributes to its overall success.

4 Findings
This chapter introduces the case study results. The write-ups are a summary of the
underlying case study material and can only present a brief overview of the actual
data. We focus our descriptions in the incidents we consider most relevant for the
understanding of the process and the effects of strategic positioning in ITM.
4.1 Alpha – Real-Estate Management Company
Alpha started its project as part of a pre-sales due diligence. They partnered with an
external benchmarking provider but invested substantial effort to extend the standard
approach by including additional means of data gathering and analysis such as stakeholder interviews and document analysis. The project managers – one from Alpha
and the external partner respectively – decided to use a common frame of reference
to be able to define relevant fields of action, identify required input, and aggregate
data.
After the first round of data collection, individual experts participating in the project
came back with results that were inconsistent. As every individual expert was of the
opinion that his/her data was correct, Alpha’s project manager hosted an internal
workshop with all experts present to resolve the inconsistencies. One of the participants observed:
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“It was amazing to see how differently my colleagues see our IT, even
though we are working together all year. The workshop was among the
first opportunities for me to get a complete picture what my colleagues
are doing and how the various activities relate to the overall management of IT.”
When the external project manager joined the team after the workshop he commented:
“The data was delivered in very good quality and the discussion with
the team member showed that they share a common perspective on IT.”
Based on the revised dataset, the project team worked towards a comprehensive report of the data. Alpha’s IT executives wanted the results of the project to enable
them to devise an IT strategy that would allow them to increase their value contribution. One of the external partners said:
“I never believed the dataset would be so rich. Analyzing the data actually allows us to not only identify the areas where Alpha deviates
from the peer group, but also gives us a chance to explain these differences. I believe it is very important to consider these explanations when
working with [Alpha’s] IT strategy.”
At the end of the project, a final workshop was designed to present the results to the
entire senior and middle management of Alpha’s IT department. With the comprehensive perspective on Alpha’s IT, the workshop participants quickly engaged in
vivid discussions with respect to how Alpha’s IT should react to the data strategical-

21
Sprouts - http://sprouts.aisnet.org/10-70

ly. This was especially interesting with respect to IT project management. As no
member of the project office had been present before, the team had to revise some of
their initial analyses in light of the new members’ perspective.
4.2 Beta – Automotive Supplier
Beta’s CEO had decided to strengthen the group’s central IT. With new competencies, the CIO decided that her department needed an explicit IT strategy. She partnered with a management consulting company and assigned her middle managers to
the project. While strongly focused on benchmarking at first, the management consultant added interviews and document analyses to the analytical approach and suggested an IT balanced scorecard to plan and implement the strategy. An important
success factor of the project was stakeholder management. One of the project participants commented:
“If we have the business unit heads supporting our new strategy, their
individual IT units will integrate much more easily with the central
IT.”
Gathering benchmarking data proofed to be challenging. While the external consultant had suggested a benchmarking database they had access to, the company’s IT
managers had great difficulties in transforming their data into the definitions needed
for external comparison. The consultants needed great effort and individual workshops to ensure that data gathered matched the KPI-definitions of the peer group.
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With the problems during data gathering and a challenging timeline, the project team
was forced to start strategy development parallel to the gathering the data. This led to
an escalation in the project. The consultants complained:
“They [Beta’s ITM team] just don’t understand how the results of the
benchmarking exercise will support strategy development.”
Beta’s CIO had a contradictory complaint:
“The results seem to come in at a rather late stage in the project and
will not be able to support the strategy development anymore. So why
should we invest the additional effort?”
The consultants particularly pointed to the fact that Beta’s ITM team seemed to
refuse to actively participate in the project. One of the consultants observed:
“It seems that Beta is very strongly geared towards perceiving us consultants as responsible for service delivery. They do not see the value in
involving strongly with the project, seem to reject the value of an emersion in the data.”
Once the strategy project was concluded, the consultants who had invested a lot of
effort presented their results. One of the most skeptical project participants commented:
“While they [the consultants] used a lot of effort and our time to get into context, I can’t understand the conclusions they are making. I perceive the results differently.”
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In the workshop, great effort and considerable time was needed to ensure that all
members of Beta’s ITM team supported the conclusions drawn. It was interesting to
see that the interpretation of almost none of the issues actually changed during the
workshop. The consultants were able to show in great detail the sources of data and
information they were using and could make their interpretations transparent. When
Beta’s project team member involved in the discussion and actually confronted
themselves with the data, they concurred with the interpretation.
4.3 Gamma – Auditing Company
Gamma’s IT department was about to enter their annual strategy revision when the
CIO decided to take a new approach. Rather than deriving the IT strategy from corporate strategy alone, his team and he wanted to do a plan of their own, taking in to
account the company’s competitive environment, internal customers, suppliers, and
potential competition. They found an external partner to guide their processes systemically. The external partner also offered benchmarking to generate data for comparison but was using a 3rd party product rather than an own approach.
The project started with a workshop in which the external partner introduced their
systemic approach. Gamma’s project team was eager to be involved in the project.
The CTO said:
“The approach they are offering is really unique. In the past everything
was about the output of the project […] now it’s about how we get
there and actually going the way.”
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As compared to the other projects, the data gathering part went rather smoothly. As
sufficient resources were dedicated to the project, project team members had time to
gather, transform, and verify the data they were collecting.
In light of the partner’s systemic approach, the project was strongly focused on intense team discussions to check and interpret the data and to come up with joint conclusions. After the first workshop, one the company’s IT architects commented:
“It’s amazing, but I think this workshop today is the first instance that
shows how the various domains of ITM are linked and how they depend
on each other. […] I think it will make my work much easier, now that I
know what others need from me. And I believe they understand the role
of architecture much better now.”
As some issues could not be resolved, additional interviews and data were defined to
extend the current analyses. New quantitative data, interview information, and additional data team members had collected themselves were used to discuss the open
issues and to reach consensus on them. Using the additional information, the team
was able to establish a shared perception of all relevant aspects of IT management.
Using this consensus, the team jointly revised their IT strategy and extended it by
adding responses to the strategic issues they had identified. Summarizing the project,
the CIO explained:
“By discussing all these issues in the rather large project team, the
project made sure that all relevant issues were known by each of the
key players of my team. And as everyone could contribute to our final
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outcome, they now seem very eager to follow up on the ideas we generated and to implement the new IT strategy.”
The revision of the IT strategy was concluded a few month after the project was
completed and Gamma’s IT is currently in the process of implementing the new
strategy.

5 Theoretical Integration
This chapter introduces the results of the case analysis by aggregating them into our
proposed process theory for information strategy assessment (ISA). The first section
focuses on the process of strategic positioning, explaining the what and how. The
second section introduces the why by looking at the effects of strategic positioning.
In both cases we include a comparison to extant literature from adjacent fields to
increase the validity of our analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989a; Eisenhardt and Graebner,
2007; Paré, 2002) and to illustrate that our findings can be related to plausible conceptual arguments (Siggelkow, 2007).
5.1 The Process of Strategic Positioning
As introduced above, strategic positioning describes the process of collecting and
interpreting data on the IT department, its role in the overall enterprise, and its impact on the attainment of an organization’s strategic goals. In other words, IT decision makers obtain, interpret, and explain information to provide a sound conceptual
and analytical basis for strategy development (Dooley and Fryxell, 1999; Leifer and
Mills, 1996; Mintzberg and Lampel, 1999).
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While all of the organizations we observed during their preparations for strategic
planning in IT did engage in some form of strategic positioning (one could argue that
it actually is harder to avoid this step than to conduct it), none of the organizations
did so explicitly. This surfaced, for example, in the fact that some of the participating
managers were unaware of any effects that an explicit strategic positioning process
could have for their strategic planning exercise. A case in point is Beta in which the
IT executives decided to outsource the entire process to an external consultant altogether. Looking at our results, however, suggests that there actually is some merit in
doing it oneself and that an explicit understanding of what, how, and why to do strategic positioning could help IS executives to improve their contribution to the organization’s overall strategy attainment.
The ISA process we suggest based on an analysis of our case material and a comparison to extant literature consists of three phases2 that lead to respective social states in
the group of ITM actors concerned with strategy development and strategic positioning: (1) initiation which leads to agreement, (2) collection which leads to transparency, and (3) discourse which leads to consensus (figure 1). In describing strategic
positioning’s what and how, these phases depict the process an IT department, or the
group of IT executives and managers participating in strategic positioning, go
through in order to build the analytical foundation needed for strategy development
in IT.

2

The term phase refers a collection of events that are grouped together based on the analysis of the
cases. Phases were introduced as there seems to be a “certain continuity in the activities within each
[phase] and […] certain discontinuities at its frontiers” (Langley, 1999, pp. 703-704). In the case of
ISA, this is evidenced by the fact that the activities of one phase produce certain group states as results of their joint occurrence. These group states are prerequisites for any one of the activities in the
respectively subsequent phase. The grouping was done based on temporal bracketing.
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Figure 1 - The Phases and States of the ISA Process

The phases and their events were present in all the cases and each group state was at
least observed in two cases. The group state of agreement was observed in the Beta
and Gamma case. In the case of Alpha, the IT project office had not participated in
the early project phases, only joining the project at a later stage. This forced the
project team to go back and establish the required group state of agreement to ensure
that all group members shared the insights generated. Alpha and Gamma paid great
attention to establish transparency. During Beta’s project, the project involvement of
the internal actors was limited and the results had only been created by the external
consultants. Rather than transparency of the results among all group members, great
effort was required to communicate the information obtained. A similar reasoning
applies to the consensus state as well. Partially due to the lacking transparency as a
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prerequisite, the Beta group failed to establish consensus on the strategic position of
the IT department.
Looking at the process in greater detail, the initiation phase instigated the positioning
initiatives of our case hosts. Based on the intention to design or revise the IT strategy, the goals of the project were defined to make sure that it aims at delivering relevant inputs for the subsequent strategic planning process. These goals helped the case
companies to increase the performance of their teams (Dvir et al., 2003; Guzzo and
Dickson, 1996; King and Cleland, 1988; Meyer and Utterback, 1995; Weingart,
1992; Weldon and Weingart, 1993). Moreover, a frame of reference was used to allow ITM actors to relate their information, experiences, and opinions to each other
and to identify actors that should participate in the project. Through the events of the
initiation phase, the project teams were constituted as a work group (Guzzo and
Dickson, 1996). These groups involved actors from all fields to make sure that comprehensive information was collected and the formulation of strategic alternatives
was more comprehensive. Moreover, information can later be disseminated more
easily (Raman, 2009). Studies of group decision making have also shown that heterogeneous groups are less likely to be biased in their search of information and the
assessment of its implications (Schulz-Hardt et al., 2000).
All the companies we observed had external partners. While Beta hired consultants
and looked at the positioning as a service that was to be delivered by them, Alpha
and Gamma felt it to be important that they strongly involved themselves in the
project. Restricting an external partner to systemic or support functions seems impor-
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tant as only the in-depth participation of the internal actors can lead to a shared perception of the environment’s relevant aspects impacting ITM.
Our observations allowed us to identify a set of events constituting initiation. Table 4
shows these events along with the cases that support their inclusion.3
Table 4 – Empirical Evidence for the Initiation Phase
Events
Select Frame of Reference
Define Stakeholders of ITM
Define Roles for ITM
Assign internal ITM Actors to Project
Capture Actors’ individual Perspective on Strategic Position
Define Goal of Positioning Project
Deduce Data Needs AND design/select Tools for Data Gathering
Define Project Plan
Assign Responsibilities
Select (external) Project Partner

Cases
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, γ
α, β, γ
implicit (γ)4
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, γ
α, β, γ

The collection phase is intended to develop a baseline that incorporates all perspectives relevant to ITM (Brown, 2004; Müller et al., 2009; Sabherwal and King, 1995).
The teams fathered data from these perspectives using a combination of instruments
such as, for example, interviews and questionnaires to allow for triangulation during
analysis (Mayring, 1999; 2001). As discussed above, managing can be seen as a form
of designing with the relevant actors constantly reconstructing the respective social
reality (Boland, 2004). A combination of methods actively supports this process by
providing additional data as a basis for decision and sense making. The case hosts
paid great attention to gather information on their external competitive environment
(e.g., Depperu and Gnan, 2006; Porter, 1980a; Porter, 2008) as well as on the internal

3
4

Figure 3 in Appendix A introduces the visual mapping of the events of the initiation phase as coded
from the cases.
The event “Capture Actors’ individual Perspective on Strategic Position” was constructed based on
an ex-post project evaluation in the case of Gamma and was not observed during the project directly.
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corporate context (e.g., Earl, 1988; 1989; Smits et al., 1997; Wang and Tai, 2003). A
particular aim of the collection phase was to make individual information accessible
to all group members (Dennis, 1996; Stasser and Titus, 1985), thus attaining a higher
level of comprehensiveness in strategic decisions (Fredrickson, 1984; Fredrickson
and Mitchell, 1984). Van Ginkel and Knippenberg (2009) support this by pointing
out that “decision-making groups with distributed information show higher group
decision performance when group members know which member is knowledgeable
about what” (p. 218). Summarizing our empirical material, table 5 shows the broad
support for the events we identified based on our cases.5
Table 5 – Empirical Evidence for the Collection Phase
Events
Conduct Briefing on Tool Use and Data Needs
Gather “Hard” Data for Comparison against Market
Gather Context Data
Gather Competitive Data
Integrate Data “Cube of Information”
Refine Data Needs

Cases
β, γ
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, γ

In the final phase, discourse, our teams highlighted and attempted to resolve discrepancies in the interpretation of the information captured so far. Based on an intensive
data analysis, in which the teams generally immersed deeply into the data, individual
interpretations of the data and its implications on IT strategy were presented by the
various members of the teams and discussed afterwards. Using the data to challenge
or support arguments, a common interpretation of the data representing the IT department’s relevant strategic environment emerged over time. This dissent has been
found to be beneficial to the decision process (Miller et al., 1998; Schweiger et al.,

5

Figure 4 in Appendix A introduces the visual mapping of the events of the initiation phase as coded
from the cases.
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1986), especially through providing an amount and a variety of information that
match the complexity and uncertainty of the strategic decision-making task (Ashby,
1956; Galbraith, 1973). Consensus is recognized as one of the central group decision
making mechanisms (e.g., Priem et al., 1995; Schweiger and Sandberg, 1989;
Schweiger et al., 1986; Schweiger et al., 1989). Schweiger et al. (1986) find that consensus positively impacts acceptance of results among individual group members as
well as their satisfaction with the decision making process. Korsgaard et al. (1995)
show that this applies even if not the full range of interest of all the constituents can
be considered in a consensual decision. These results confirm Eisenhardt’s (1989b)
findings from which she draws the conclusion that conflict resolution should seek for
consensus and thus should be approached actively in strategic decision making. This,
in turn, increases the willingness to continue working with the group and to implement recommendations building on the group decision. This finding is supported by
Dooley and Fryxell (1999) who posit that strategic decision-making processes affect
both strategy formulation and implementation. These considerations are linked to the
long-standing believe that dissent is beneficial to the decision process as it provides
an amount and a variety of information that match the complexity and uncertainty of
the strategic decision-making task (Ashby, 1956; Galbraith, 1973).
If such a consensus could not be reached, the teams went back to capture additional
data in order to be able to derive a consensual conclusion. This also illustrates how
the teams went about the final event of the discourse phase and built a shared perception of the IT department’s strategic position. Reverting back to the social aspects of
ITM, the discourse phase enables decision makers in ITM to construct a joint inter-
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pretation of their lifeworld. This can also be described as a common cognitive structure, that is, “concepts about aspects of the decision environment and beliefs about
cause-and-effect relations among them” (Schwenk, 1988, p. 45). Table 6 introduces
the events constituting the discourse phase along with their empirical support.6
Table 6 – Empirical Evidence for the Discourse Phase
Events
Conduct Data Analysis
Highlight Discrepancies in the “Cube of Information”
Initiate Group Discourse to resolve Discrepancies
Conduct joint Data Integration and Interpretation
Create a common Interpretation of Discrepancies
Build a shared Perception of the IT Department’s Strategic Position

Cases
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, β, γ
α, γ

Introducing the notion of technological frame of reference, Orlikowski and Gash
(1994) offer an interesting interpretation with respect to building and sharing such a
shared perception. Drawing on Wittgenstein (1953), they argue that actors can be
said to share a frame if some of the core cognitive elements are similar. “It is these
collective cognitive elements that individuals draw on to construct and reconstruct
their social reality” (Orlikowski and Gash, 1994, pp. 177-178). In the discourse
phase, the ITM actors relate their information, experiences, and opinions to one
another. At the same time, through working on these concepts, they are defining,
refining, and extending their core cognitive elements that form a shared frame of
reference and allow them to share this frame. Thus we argue that the strategic position resulting from the ISA process is a “composite formed by group members jointly
constructing a common understanding through discussion” (Orlikowski and Gash,
1994, p. 177).

6

Figure 5 in Appendix A introduces the visual mapping of the events of the initiation phase as coded
from the cases.
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5.2 The Effects of Strategic Positioning
While the process suggested above explains the what and how of strategic positioning, this section investigates the why of strategic positioning by looking at the effects
it has in the context of the strategic management of IT.
Extending the analysis we conducted so far, we abstracted from the processes we
uncovered in the three cases individually. This effects perspective was uncovered
from the data by comparing the ISA process as emerging from the cross-case analysis back to the individual cases and asking ourselves what the elements included in
this final version of the process did to help the teams to conduct a successful strategic
positioning. At the same time, we contrasted this perspective to instances in which
certain events were not present in individual cases, carefully assessing the effects of
this omission. Enfolding literature on organizational behavior and group decision
making helped us to identify consequential factors that the events we abstracted form
the cases can be conceptually linked to and assess which of them do actually play a
role in the strategic positioning context. Thus, a deeper level of theoretical linkages
between phases and states of the ISA process emerged from this additional step of
analysis and theoretical integration. Based on our data and the extent literature we
enfolded we believe that these links can be explained using three consequential factors that build up while the process unfolds in the field: (1) procedural justice, (2)
commitment, and (3) comprehensiveness. Altogether, these consequential factors
help to attain the ultimate outcome of the positioning process, an increase in the implementation success of IT strategy.
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Procedural justice, as a first factor, positively impacts team members’ commitment
to a team effort and acceptance of results (Korsgaard et al., 1995). Empowering
working teams increases this perceptive property, that is, the group mainly relies on
self-organization or the ability to contribute and participate to the organization of a
team effort (Basu et al., 2002; Kirkman and Rosen, 1999). This, in turn, has been
shown to make teams both more productive and proactive (Kirkman and Rosen,
1999). As discussed above, procedural justice leads to a situation that increases acceptance of results. People will have a higher propensity towards accepting results if
they were equally involved in creating them (Eisenhardt, 1989b; Korsgaard et al.,
1995). Moreover, constructive discourse on management decisions can garner support for their implementation (e.g., Rowland and Parry, 2009; Skordoulis and Dawson, 2007; Tjosvold, 1985). Beyond this, procedural justice also helps to build commitment to a team effort (Korsgaard et al., 1995). In the Alpha and Gamma case, all
team members equally contributed to the outcome of the positioning project. As the
external consultants did most of the work in the Beta case, the internal ITM actors
felt somewhat disconnected from the process; a factor that could explain why this
project was perceived as less successful.
As can be seen by the last paragraph, commitment is closely related to procedural
justice. Especially with respect to the work effort a team invests into an issue during
the project (Kirkman and Rosen, 1999; Korsgaard et al., 1995). Moreover, Rowland
and Parry (2009) argue that especially the ability to engage in constructive dissent
and the process of resolving it are positively impacting commitment. Again, Beta’s
ITM team exhibited a much more passive approach and the department’s CIO was
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less likely to devote resources to the project. Contrary to that, Alpha’s and especially
Gamma’s IS executives placed a strong emphasis on the project’s importance and
were willing to commit resources.
Beyond this, and based on the fairness-related acceptance of results, commitment
increases the implementation success of the results of a team’s efforts (Mason and
Mitroff, 1981; Parayitam and Dooley, 2009). This is because commitment increases
understanding of the rationale for decisions and reduces the likelihood that a particular decision will become the target of a counter-effort (Galliers, 1991; Parayitam and
Dooley, 2009). Korsgaard et al. (1995) call this decision commitment.
The consequences of commitment are twofold. Firstly, as briefly discussed above,
commitment leads to a higher acceptance of results and therefore directly increase
the implementation success. In a study of IT strategy implementation projects, Wilson (1989) identified middle-management attitude as a frequent barrier to strategy
implementation and stakeholder support as an important success factor. Both these
issues can be addressed when these groups are involved into and commit to strategic
positioning. Secondly, during the project, commitment will lead to more effort spent
and, consequently, to a higher degree of comprehensiveness of the strategic position.
Such comprehensiveness is a measure of rationality and refers to the extent to which
organizations attempt to be exhaustive and inclusive in making decisions and generating and evaluating alternatives (Fredrickson and Mitchell, 1984). Comprehensiveness of the results in ISA can be interpreted as a measure for the quality of outputs.
Research has shown that a more comprehensive and sophisticated planning process
produces more useful outputs and increases the likelihood of success of the imple36
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mentation (Premkumar and King, 1991; Tang and Tang, 1996). Salmela et al. (2000)
suggest that comprehensive planning is more successful, even in turbulent environments. This might be due to the fact that the ITM actors develop greater insights into
their environment and become more realistic and effective in their assessments of
that environment’s potential impact on their organization (Sniezek, 1992). As consensus resulting from the ISA process can be interpreted as a shared understanding of
ends and means (Wooldridge and Floyd, 1989), we argue that it will increase the
results’ implementation success also by creating this shared understanding and ensuring that all participating actors know what to do, how to do it, and why to do it. This
is supported by Tang and Tang (1996) who find that more comprehensive and more
sophisticated planning increase the likelihood of strategy implementation. However,
Eisenhardt (1989b) suggests that only a limited and selective amount of comprehensiveness should be used in order to not slow down decision processes.
Evaluating the case materials, all company’s placed great emphasis on the comprehensiveness of their results. However, with comprehensiveness playing its role in a
rather advanced stage of positioning, the lack of procedural justice and commitment
in the Beta case might explain performance and success differences when compared
to the other two projects.
Summarizing the contributions of the various phases to these consequential factors,
table 7 offers an overview of the role of the various phases and how they contribute
to the outcomes of the ISA process through their group states.
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Table 7 – Group States and their Contribution to Consequential Factors
Agreement

Transparency

Consensus

Procedural Justice

Strong effect: allowing actors to confirm
project plan

Supporting effect:
actors gain insight
into data collection;
transparency on tools

Strong effect: open
discourse
process
allows for equal
participation; goal of
consensus empowers group

Commitment

Supporting effect:
internal actors are
involved

Supporting effect:
actors are actively
collecting data

Strong effect: actors participate in
decision
making;
shared view and
interpretation

Comprehensiveness

Strong effect: actors approve the
identification of roles
and ITM stakeholders; capturing their
individual views

Strong effect: aspects for all domains
collected with multiple instruments

Strong effect: consensus on ends and
means; shared interpretation of the
data; capture additional, refined data if
needed

An analysis of how procedural justice, commitment, and comprehensiveness impact
each other leads to implementation success as an overall final outcome of ISA.
Commitment has been shown to be one of the antecedents of implementation success. Through increasing the comprehensiveness of results, commitment will have an
additional effect on implementation success. Procedural justice, beyond being a
source of commitment, will support implementation success by increasing acceptance (Figure 2).

Procedural
Justice

Commitment

is Antecedent to

Comprehensiveness
C
of Results

Implemen
Implementation
ementation
Success of
IT Strategy

supports

Figure 2 – Structure of the Final Outcomes of the ISA Process
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The increase in implementation success is also ISA’s link to the overall strategy
process. Looking at the overall IT strategy cycle, strategy formulation or revision is
the next step. As argued above, strategy based on comprehensive results and with
commitment and perceived procedural justice among the relevant actors will have a
higher propensity of being implemented successfully.
Looking at our cases, we could observe a series of events that generally occurred as
an outcome of the projects. Alpha and Gamma had in fact created strong commitment to the implementation of the new or revised strategy. As they had established a
comprehensive strategic position based on their projects, both Alpha and Gamma
conducted respective strategy definition of revision projects based on the project outcomes. As Beta did not make it to the third group state of consensus, we did not observe the consequential factors. While Beta concluded their strategy definition
project, we do not know whether the ITM team was successful in implementing their
strategy and how the stakeholders reacted to the proposed strategy.
To summarize what we learned from observing our cases, we suggest that IT departments conducting an explicit strategic positioning following ISA are likely to observe higher implementation success of the IT strategy designed based on that
process. This effect is mainly attained through higher commitment of the participating actors and higher comprehensiveness of the newly designed strategy itself.

6 Limitations and Future Research
To correctly interpret the results of our work, some limitations need to be taken into
account. A methodological constraint arises from the critique towards case studies
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(summarized, for example, in Gibbert et al., 2008; Lee, 1989). While we tried to address some of the common concerns through relying on established approaches to
case study research (Dooley, 2002; Dubé and Paré, 2003; Eisenhardt, 1989a; Eisenhardt, 1991; Paré, 2002; Paré, 2004; Paré and Elam, 1997; Spiggle, 1994), we want
to assess the quality of our case studies explicitly. In their article on the quality of
case studies, Gibbert et al. (2008) identify internal validity, construct validity, external validity, and reliability as central quality criteria of case studies.
To ensure internal validity, we tried to match patterns we observed in two ways.
First, our cross-case analysis has shown relatively stable patterns across the cases.
Second, we introduced extant literature from the IS and adjacent disciplines to support the interpretation and definition of the constituents of our process theory.
With respect to construct validity, we did employ multi-method approaches to data
gathering to establish data triangulation. Additionally, key informants were confronted with the results of our analysis and interpretation and we submitted a research-in-progress report to a leading international IS conference. The peer review
process contributed to our current paper’s quality.
Through the presentation of empirical evidence from the cases we intend to provide a
clear chain of evidence. Moreover, we illustrated how access to this data has been
achieved and how this data was analyzed. One of the major determinants of external
validity is an analysis of the theoretical concepts identified across multiple cases. We
also provided context information for each of the companies.
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To ensure reliability, we provide brief summaries of the most important results of our
case study. These are based on a comprehensive case study database in which we
recorded all empirical and administrative materials of the projects we studied.
Looking at Gibbert et al. (2008), only two aspects cannot be addressed by our study.
First, we are bound by confidentiality agreements and can only refer to our case
study hosts in their anonymous form. Second, our rationale for case selection is a
convenience sample as only a limited number of companies allowed us to participate
in their confidential strategy processes.
The methodological issue of sampling requires a more careful evaluation of the generalizability of the ISA process, especially as it can impact the validity of our findings
(Reynolds et al., 2003). ISA tries to generalize from empirical observations to theoretical statements. While some authors suggest that generalization is possible based
on as little as a single case (Dyer and Wilkins, 1991; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Kennedy,
1979), Lee and Baskerville (2003) caution that this type of generalization – or more
precisely the generalization of the ISA process beyond the sample we observed it in –
is a difficult if not impossible matter. Even more explicitly, they state that “a theory
generalized from the empirical descriptions in a particular case study has no generalizability beyond the given case” (Lee and Baskerville, 2003, p. 236). However, they
also point at examples such as Walsham (1995) and Klein and Myers (1999) to show
how case-based theory building can be conducted. As they also include and discuss
Eisenhardt (1989a) and Paré and Elam (1997), we believe that our choice of methods
(e.g., the use of multiple cases) and our approach to theory building (e.g., cross case
analysis, visual mapping) do allow us to posit a certain generalizability of our
41
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process theoretical findings. Moreover, as we rely on Grounded Theory and its potentials for IS research (Scott, 2000; Urquhart et al., 2009), we hope to follow a
process that allows us to uncover theoretical concepts from our cases. However, as
process theories are more concerned with analytical than with statistical generalizability, arguments of the ‘necessary, but not sufficient’ form are, in fact, rather typical
for process theories (Markus and Robey, 1988; Mohr, 1982; Soh and Markus, 1995).
Thus, the ISA process and its effects presented in this paper are only one possible
way to increase IT strategy’s implementation success through the use of explicit strategic positioning.
Limitations might also arise from the impact of cultural variables on the management
processes. Since the work of Hofstede (1980), cultural variables have been shown to
impact managerial, decisional, and social phenomena (e.g., Gregory, 1983; Harris,
1994; Pettigrew, 1979; Sondergaard, 1994). They have also been applied in IS research (e.g., Leidner and Kayworth, 2006; Martinsons et al., 2009; Robey and Rodriguez-Diaz, 1989; Tang and Tang, 1996; Walsham, 2002; Watson et al., 1997). One
of the variables Hofstede described is power distance: “the degree to which hierarchy
and unequal distributions of power are accepted. A high [power distance] score implies a prevailing acceptance of large status differences between superiors and subordinates. Managers tend to be autocratic and paternalistic while employees tend to
do as they are told” (Martinsons et al., 2009, p. 119). Looking at ISA, we believe that
power distance might have a significant effect in strategic positioning. Especially in
the discourse phase, ISA is dependent on a team’s ability to integrate divergent views
from different actors. In a study of group support systems, Mejias et al. (1996) find
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that cultural variables explain parts of the variance in consensus and participation
across cultures. As we made all of our case observations in Germany, this might limit
the generalizability of our findings. It is likely that the same approach would not
work as well in cultures with high power distance, for example in China.
While these limitations can impact our research’s implications, the also offer an opportunity for future research. A first opportunity is reverting to group psychology and
sociology to refine the definitions of the group states ISA’s phases are resulting in. A
more refined investigation will highlight not only if and when groups reach certain
states, but might also increase the understanding of how they reach it. Carefully investigating constructs and measurement models for agreement, transparency, and
consensus will illustrate what factors contribute to these constructs and help to optimize strategic positioning accordingly.
Another opportunity is the closer investigation of how senior executives influence
the process, particularly in the discourse phase. Some project participants described
their management as to “[…] relativize and influence the results too strongly.” One
of the consultant form the Beta case suggested that “credible management commitment would be needed to actually establish the atmosphere needed for discussion.”
Overall, these results indicate a moderating effect of executives’ behavior. Earlier
research on IS planning already suggested that management plays an important role
(Basu et al., 2002; Lederer and Sethi, 1988). A specific investigation of this influence
seems important and might potentially increase ISA’s perceived procedural justice as
well as its contribution to implementation success.
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As already indicated in the paper, a lead we will be following is using the process
theory presented in this paper as a design theory (Gregor and Jones, 2007; Hevner et
al., 2004; Kuechler and Vaishnavi, 2008; Peffers et al., 2008; Purao et al., 2008; van
Aken, 2004; van Aken, 2005) to inform the design of a method as a management
artifact. Such a design effort, potentially employing an action research approach
(Baskerville, 1999; Brydon-Miller et al., 2003; Checkland and Holwell, 2007; Lau,
1999; Mathiassen, 2006). This would help to gradually improve the method’s design
and implicitly allows for an evaluation of the underlying process theory we suggest.

7 Summary and Implications
Summarizing our work, we present a process theory that explains the process and
effects of conducting strategic positioning as part of an emancipated management
cycle in IT management. We use an in-depth analysis of three cases to identify the
events that occurred across multiple cases, study their contributory structure, and
understand their consequential factors and the ultimate outcome of the overall
process. In doing so we learn that the underlying social dynamics are a dominant
pattern that occurs across all the cases we studied. When managed explicitly, the
management teams were more efficient and successful in capturing and analyzing the
relevant environment impacting their strategic planning. Aggregating these findings,
we use three phases and respective group states to describe the positioning process as
we observed it in the field. ISA as a resulting theory can be referred to as a substantive theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Gregor, 2006) as, in its current form, it is
bound to the specific context we studied.
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Looking at our work, we believe that ISA can make a set of important contributions
to both science and practice. The central theoretical contribution of our work is the
process theory we suggested. Serving as a theory for explaining strategic positioning
in IT management (Gregor, 2006), we believe that ISA adds to all three perspective
of a theoretical contribution: what, how, and why (Whetten, 1989). Looking at the
constituents of a process theory, the theoretical events we have developed explain the
what of strategic positioning. The how is established through linking these events.
This resulted in a refined understanding of the sequence of these events and allowed
for the identification of the underlying phases. Their contributory structure illustrates
how they help to achieving the consequential group states. This answers the why in
two ways: First, how the event of a phase contribute to achieving the phases’ target
group states, and, second, how the sequence of the group states (i.e., agreement,
transparency, consensus) contributes to the success of strategic positioning and strategic planning in IT management. As a result, this study extends our understanding
of strategizing in IT over prior studies (Doherty et al., 1999; Segars and Grover,
1998) by adding a social perspective.
Taken altogether, our research project extends the current understanding of ITM and
IT strategy by adding a more focused process theoretical perspective beyond mere
contents. Incorporating the factors that are shaping the role of contemporary IT departments has shown how managing IT continues to change. Thus we are propose to
end the paucity on research on strategic ITM and its implications on strategic management and organizational behavior (Galliers, 2004) and hope that the results we
introduced in this paper are a first contribution to revive discussion in this field.
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Beyond its scientific contributions, ISA also informs IT executives and management
teams. Such contributions are important to ensure our results’ relevance (e.g., Applegate and King, 1999; Benbasat and Zmud, 1999; Gill and Bhattacherjee, 2009; Klein
et al., 2006; Lee, 1999b; Lyytinen, 1999; Ramiller and Pentland, 2009; Sidorova et
al., 2008) and are an important characteristic of engaged scholarship (van de Ven,
2007). Or as Gill and Bhattacherjee (2009) state: “if we wish to successfully inform
practice, we must engage with practice” (p. 228).
Our current experiences in the field suggest that ISA is a valuable approach for developing a meaningful strategic positioning that will actually have a positive impact
in the success of strategic planning in ITM. In doing so, ISA acknowledges the organizational context’s importance in strategic planning (Wang and Tai, 2003). It also
requires the involvement of relevant senior executives which has been shown to positively impact strategic IS planning’s success (Basu et al., 2002). The continuous involvement of the corporate IT department’s key actors and stakeholders allows them
to participate in the joint social (re-)construction of their current strategic position
which increases their buy-in regarding the conclusions drawn as a basis for the strategic planning process. A case in point is the fact that all the projects we observed in
our case studies actually resulted in strategy definition or revision efforts. While results from the Beta case are somewhat mixed, the Alpha and Gamma case showed
great success with respect to this issue.
Thus conducting strategic positioning following ISA will allow IT departments to
free themselves from a potential “information in jail” (Ramaprasad and Rai, 1996, p.
181) problem many of them have been facing in the last years. Today, many organi46
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zations find it difficult to relate data they have been generating back to their organizations; for example from benchmarking (Müller et al., 2010). ISA provides these
organizations with a structured way to include and interpret information in their ITspecific strategy cycle. In emancipating IT as a business function, from supporting
function to a business partner (Earl and Sampler, 1998), this will help to align IT
with the overall corporate strategic vision and increase transparency of IT’s value
contribution to actually attaining an organization’s strategic goals.
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Appendix A - Visual Maps ISA Process’ Phases
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